affecting safety is established in the United States. The process involves a delicate balancing of concern for the public, pressures from private industry, and general ideas about the role of government in society. It is a difficult, inevitably political process. Yet in the area of alcohol-related problems it determines the realm in which preventive initiatives will be able to take effect.
The Government's Role in Safety
Since the federal government passed the Pure Food and Drug Act in 1906, its involvement in various aspects of safety has continually increased. Today a variety of federal, state, and local governmental agencies are charged with safeguarding the public health. At the federal level these include the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, the Consumer Product Safety Commission, the Food and Drug Administration, the Environmental Protection Agency, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, and the National Transportation Safety Board. Many other agencies within the federal government have also been given heightened responsibilities for safety.
This increased involvement with safety has had a measurable impact on mortality rates. "The federal concern for safety has made our society much safer than it was at the turn of the century in at least some regards," write Mosher and Mottl. "Working conditions in many industries have become less hazardous; dangerous pesticides and canning chemicals have been banned; the number of fatal accidents (including automobile deaths) has been reduced by nearly one-half proportionate to the population."
But this expansion of governmental oversight has not come without controversy. "While reducing potential risks of harm may be a proper goal for government, providing overprotection has its own social costs," write Mosher and Mottl. "Individual freedoms may be jeopardized; creativity, both of individuals and business, may be stifled; the viability of a small business may be eroded by the prohibitive costs of safety requirements.